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Earlier this month, Mr. Warner suggested 

a return to the federal 55-mile-per-hour speed 
limit on America’s highways, as a way to 
save on national gasoline consumption. ‘‘I 
drive over 55 miles an hour, . . . sometimes 
65,’’ he said on the Senate floor. ‘‘But I am 
willing to give up whatever advantage to me 
to drive at those speeds with the fervent 
hope that modest sacrifice on my part will 
help those people across this land . . . deal-
ing with this financial crisis.’’ 

Meanwhile, environmental groups across 
the country are also pushing a lower na-
tional speed limit to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions. The notion here is that if people 
simply lift the pedal off the metal on the 
highways, they will help avert an environ-
mental apocalypse. 

Mr. Warner may be willing to drive slower 
to save gas. The vast majority of Americans 
surely are not. The original 55 mph speed- 
limit law, enacted in October 1974 after the 
OPEC oil embargo as a way to save energy, 
was probably the most despised and univer-
sally disobeyed law in America since Prohi-
bition. In wide-open western states, driving 
at 70 mph or even 80 mph on miles upon 
miles of straight, flat, uncongested freeways 
is regarded as a God-given right. In the 1970s 
and ’80s, the federal speed limit was a daily 
reminder of the intrusiveness of nanny-state 
regulation. 

States were bullied into complying. If they 
didn’t, they risked losing federal highway 
money—which came from the gas taxes paid 
in part by their own residents. The law— 
‘‘double nickel,’’ as it was called—was so 
hated in Montana that the state legislature 
passed a law capping speeding tickets at $5. 
In Wyoming, the highway patrol told speed-
ers to hold on to the tickets they issued be-
cause they were good for the whole day. 

In 1995, the newly ascendant Republican 
Congress repealed the 55 mph limit. Most 
states acted quickly to allow speeds of up to 
65 mph or even 75 mph on their interstates, 
and for good reason. As an energy saving pol-
icy, the double nickel was a bust. The Na-
tional Motorists Association reports that 
about 95% of American drivers regularly ex-
ceeded the federal speed limit. Does it make 
sense to resurrect a law that 19 out of every 
20 Americans disobeyed? 

In the first few years when the law was 
strictly enforced, according to the Congres-
sional Research Service, gasoline consump-
tion was reduced by about 167,000 barrels a 
day. But over time the law was increasingly 
ignored, and average speeds on the highway 
fell by only a few miles per hour. The Na-
tional Research Council estimated in 1984 
that Americans spent one billion additional 
hours a year in their cars because of the 
speed limit law. 

Mr. Warner repeats the myth that a lower 
federal speed limit will increase traffic safe-
ty. Back in 1995, Naderite groups argued that 
repealing the 55 mph limit would lead to 
‘‘6,400 more deaths and millions more inju-
ries’’ each year. In reality, National High-
way Traffic Safety Administration data re-
veal that in the decade after speed limits 
went up (1995-2005), traffic fatalities fell by 
17%, injuries by 33%, and crashes by 38%. 
That’s especially significant because in 1995 
far fewer drivers were gabbing on their cell 
phones or text messaging while driving. 

In a study for the Cato Institute in 1999, I 
compared the fatality rates in states that 
raised their speed limits to 70 mph or more 
(mostly in the South or West) with those 
that didn’t (mostly in the Northeast). There 
was little difference in safety. Of the 31 
states that raised their speed limits to 70 
mph or more, only two (the Dakotas) experi-
enced a slight increase in highway deaths. 
The evidence is overwhelming that traffic 
safety is based less on how fast the traffic is 

going than on the variability in speeds that 
people are driving. The granny who drives 20 
mph below the pace of traffic on the freeway 
is often as much a safety menace as the 20- 
year-old hot rodder. 

Retail gasoline stores report that Ameri-
cans have already reduced their gas pur-
chases by about 5% this year—presumably by 
driving less and buying more fuel-efficient 
cars. At $4.59 a gallon, motorists don’t need 
to be lectured by politicians on the financial 
savings from cutting back. Those who want 
to stretch their dollars can drive 55 mph on 
their own (though they are well advised to 
stay in the right lane). 

But many liberal and green do-gooders 
want the double nickel precisely because 
they want to force everyone to share in the 
sacrifice required. As an egalitarian friend 
once told me, he loves traffic jams because 
they are the ultimate form of democracy. 

To the left, fairness means we all suffer 
equally together. In light of this alleged 
moral imperative, it doesn’t matter if a 
lower speed limit means Americans would 
spend two billion extra hours on the road, or 
that, according to the Labor Department, as-
suming a $15 per hour average wage means 
the speed limit could cost the economy be-
tween $20 billion and $30 billion a year in lost 
output. 

Calls for a 55 mph speed limit—and for that 
matter most other government energy con-
servation plans, such as urging people to ride 
a bus or a bicycle rather than driving a car— 
reflect a mindset that oil and gasoline are 
more valuable than human time. 

But America is not running out of energy. 
We have potentially hundreds of years of oil 
and natural gas and coal supplies in America 
alone, if Congress would only let us drill for 
it. What is in short supply—the only truly fi-
nite resource, as the late economist Julian 
Simon taught us—is the time each of us 
spends on this earth. And most of us don’t 
want to spend it sitting longer than we have 
to in traffic. 

Mr. ENZI. I also have heard from 
other pension fund and institutional 
investor representatives that the provi-
sions in the majority leader’s bill have 
not been sufficiently vetted. Rather 
than pass a flawed bill on energy specu-
lation, we should wait until we read 
the Commodity Futures Trading Com-
mission’s and the Interagency Task 
Force on Commodity Markets’ report 
due out later this year. This issue is 
too important for us to act without all 
of the facts. 

Few serious economists believe that 
this bill will do anything substantial to 
decrease energy prices. Warren Buffett, 
the Nation’s wealthiest Democrat, 
doesn’t think that it will make a dif-
ference. Neither does oilman T. Boone 
Pickens. Even the Federal Reserve 
Chairman, Ben Bernanke, believes that 
this bill will have little impact on the 
price of gasoline. And yet we are still 
prohibited from offering amendments. 
We are still prohibited from voting on 
amendments that will have a real im-
pact on the price of gasoline. 

It is unfortunate that the debate is 
turning out this way, because I agree 
that there should be more trans-
parency in the market. That is why I 
am the cosponsor of a bill that allows 
for more oversight by the Commodities 
Futures Trading Commission. But in 
addition to that, the bill does some-
thing more. The Gas Price Reduction 

Act includes a provision to open up 
coastal waters in States where they 
want energy production. It ends the 
ban on the development of promising 
oil shale in Wyoming, Colorado, and 
Utah. At the same time it encourages 
increases in supply, it promotes the de-
velopment of better technology so that 
we use less energy. 

We should have the opportunity to 
vote on these proposals. We should 
have the opportunity to have a real de-
bate on energy. Instead, we are going 
wrap up this debate and begin playing 
the blame game. It is disappointing 
that the Senate is working this way, 
and I hope we can stop playing politics 
and have a real debate in the near fu-
ture. This issue is too important for 
the Senate to ignore. 

The ACTING PRESIDENT pro tem-
pore. The Senator from Montana. 

Mr. TESTER. Mr. President, I rise 
today to call on the Senate to pass 
commonsense legislation to lower gas 
prices. This week, possibly even today, 
the Senate will vote on legislation that 
would create more oversight on the fi-
nancial markets that are helping to 
drive up the cost of oil. I hope my col-
leagues will join me in voting to pass 
it. It is the first step toward energy 
independence but certainly not the 
last. 

In my State of Montana, folks are 
hurting. The average price of a gallon 
of gas is about $4.20. Diesel now costs 
on average $4.67 a gallon in the Big Sky 
State. My constituents need and de-
serve effective action from their na-
tional leaders to provide them with re-
lief from this energy crisis. 

Across Montana, desperate times are 
producing desperate measures. Driving 
to go to work or between cities is not 
a choice; it is a necessity. Snow is on 
the ground for a good part of the year. 
You need wheels to get around. Folks 
are paying with credit cards at the 
pump or getting second or third jobs to 
get by. They are canceling vacations, 
driving less, and buying smaller cars. 
But that is not enough. 

The Senate must provide relief at the 
pump, and there is no silver bullet. It 
is going to take a few commonsense 
ideas and a lot of hard work to diver-
sify our portfolio. I support a three- 
pronged plan: Crack down on energy 
speculators manipulating the market-
place for a quick buck; produce more 
fuel by drilling for oil where it makes 
sense and invest in renewable energy 
for the long term; also, encourage en-
ergy conservation—that is the low- 
hanging fruit—for long-term energy 
sustainability. 

The Senate will soon vote on a com-
monsense plan to crack down on oil 
market speculators and hedgers who 
break the rules. We have seen these 
guys before with Enron and the hous-
ing bust, folks on Wall Street who ma-
nipulate the market and give them-
selves raises while gas prices are chok-
ing regular folks. It is time to put a 
stop to this unfair manipulation. 

Let me be clear about two points. 
First, not all speculation is bad. Well- 

VerDate Aug 31 2005 02:20 Oct 23, 2008 Jkt 059060 PO 00000 Frm 00028 Fmt 4624 Sfmt 0634 E:\RECORD08\S24JY8.REC S24JY8m
m

ah
er

 o
n 

P
R

O
D

1P
C

76
 w

ith
 C

O
N

G
-R

E
C

-O
N

LI
N

E


